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A B S T R A C T : Programs to reunite children in state custody with their families and communities have not proliferat-
ed to the same extent as have programs designed to prevent placement. Although reunification is generally recognized 
as a more complex and formidable undertaking, the nature and extent of the obstacles to reunification are not fully 
understood. The authors report on five major systems barriers to reunification that were identified through a pilot 
case management project in a midwestern state. Knowledge of these obstacles can help officials create a context in 
which reunification programs have optimal opportunity to succeed. 
F A M I L Y REUNIFICATION f o l l o w i n g o u t - o f -h o m e p l a c e m e n t o f c h i l d r e n has l o n g 
b e e n a focus o f social work pract ice in chi ld 
w e l f a r e . R e u n i f i c a t i o n is important because a 
c h i l d ' s d e v e l o p m e n t a n d w e l l - b e i n g are b e -
l ieved t o be best e n h a n c e d through a cont inu-
ous c a r e t a k i n g re la t ionsh ip provided by bio-
logica l p a r e n t s , because the chi ld in foster care 
m i g h t suffer p e r m a n e n t psychological damage 
as a r e s u l t o f disruption in the parent -ch i ld at-
t a c h m e n t , and because foster care is costly to 
t h e s t a t e ( G e o r g e , 1 9 9 0 ) . Family reunification 
is a l s o a n i m p o r t a n t part o f a general pol icy 
i n i t i a t i v e in t h e socia l services field directed 
t o w a r d supporting chi ldren in their own homes 
and t h u s reversing past overrel iance on out-of-
h o m e c a r e (Pe t r & S p a n o , 1 9 9 0 ) . 
F e d e r a l p e r m a n e n c y planning legislation 
in 1 9 8 0 provided an opportunity for renewed 
e m p h a s i s o n reunif icat ion. T h e Adopt ion As-
s i s t a n c e and C h i l d Wel fare A c t of 1 9 8 0 (P.L. 
9 6 - 2 7 2 ) required states to make reasonable ef-
forts t o prevent the out -o f -home placement of 
a b u s e d and neglected chi ldren. I f a child must 
be p l a c e d in to custody, the law requires states 
to m a k e reasonable efforts for the child to re-
turn h o m e . A l t h o u g h P.L. 9 6 - 2 7 2 emphasizes 
both prevention of p lacement and reunifica-
t ion, subsequent child-welfare programming 
and research have emphasized prevention of 
placement through home-based family preser-
v a t i o n p r o g r a m s ( W e l l s & B i e g e l , 1 9 9 1 ; 
W h i t a k e r , Kinney , Tracy, & B o o t h , 1 9 9 0 ) . 
M e a n w h i l e , r e u n i f i c a t i o n efforts general ly 
have taken place as part of the regular foster 
care services offered by state agencies, rather 
than as specific programs (Fein & Staff, 1 9 9 3 ) . 
Because of this relative lack of emphasis, 
the knowledge base for reunification practice 
is not as developed as that for family preserva-
t i o n ( F r a n k e l , 1 9 8 8 ) . T h e l i t t le o u t c o m e -
based research on reunification that has been 
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done has yielded mixed results. Lahti ( 1 9 8 2 ) 
repor ted f indings from a c o m p a r i s o n group 
study of programmatic efforts to secure perma-
n e n t p l a c e m e n t s for 2 5 9 c h i l d r e n in toster 
care, either by reuniting them with their fami-
lies o f origin or by placing t h e m with adoptive 
families. Pro jec t efforts resulted in significant-
ly m o r e c h i l d r e n b e i n g p l a c e d in a d o p t i o n 
t h a n occurred in the compar ison group, but 
n o significant differences were found between 
groups in t h e number ot chi ldren returning to 
parents. T h i s result was confounded, however, 
by differences between the project- and com-
parison-group select ion procedures. T h e pro-
j e c t group was selected from a pool in which 
caseworkers considered family reunification to 
be unlikely, whereas the comparison group did 
not have this restriction. Fein and Staff ( 1 9 9 3 ) 
studied 6 8 primari ly p r e s c h o o l - a g e d abused 
and neglected children who received reunifi-
cat ion services for at least six months. Of these, 
2 6 ( 3 8 % ) w e r e r e u n i f i e d , b u t 7 r e t u r n e d 
t o foster care . T h u s , 2 8 % of t h e families re-
m a i n e d reuni f ied by t h e end o f t h e s e c o n d 
year of the program. In a control group study 
o f reunif ication, Wal ton , Fraser, Lewis, Peco-
ra, and W a l t o n ( 1 9 9 3 ) reported that after a 
90-day service period, 9 3 % of the treatment 
g r o u p c o m p a r e d w i t h 2 8 % in t h e c o n t r o l 
group w e r e r e u n i t e d . T w e l v e m o n t h s af ter 
t r e a t m e n t , 7 5 % o f t h e t r e a t m e n t c h i l d r e n 
were in t h e i r homes compared with 4 9 % of 
the control chi ldren. 
T h e relat ive inat tent ion to reunification 
may be due, in part, to the greater complexity 
and difficulty inherent in attempting to reunite 
children with their families compared with pre-
v e n t i n g p l a c e m e n t ( A l l e n , 1 9 9 2 ) . D u r i n g 
p l a c e m e n t , various new persons and systems 
t y p i c a l l y b e c o m e i n v o l v e d w i t h t h e c h i l d , 
inc luding t h e court , a t torneys , o u t - o f - h o m e 
care providers, foster-care workers, new school 
personnel, and therapists. T h e child and family 
may feel re l ief at the p l a c e m e n t and may be 
a m b i v a l e n t about re integrat ion (Hess & Fo-
laron, 1 9 9 1 ) . Teaching and learning parenting 
skills may be more challenging when the child 
is not in t h e home, and families may have to 
overcome a sense of failure and incompetence 
(Krieger, Malucc io , & Pine, 1 9 9 1 ) . In addition, 
the longer the child is in placement the more 
difficult it is to achieve successful reunification 
(George, 1 9 9 0 ) . 
Like all social programs, reunif icat ion ef-
forts are c o n s t r a i n e d by agency , pol icy, and 
program contexts . T o date, n o study of reunifi-
cat ion has illuminated these constraints . C lear 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n and analysis o f t h e a t t i t u d e s , 
policies, and practices that inhibit and impede 
reunification efforts at the direct-pract ice level 
could help policymakers design more effective 
reunification initiatives. 
T h e present study was developed as part o f 
a midwestern state 's efforts to i m p r o v e t h e 
h e a l t h and welfare o f c h i l d r e n in t h e s t a t e . 
T h e overall purpose o f the pro jec t was to ex-
plore factors for achieving successful reunifica-
tion. T h e premise o f the pro ject was t h a t suc-
cessful reunification efforts at a direct-pract ice 
level require lighter case loads, intensive train-
ing and supervision, and a model that is family 
centered and strengths focused. 
Recognizing that successful direct pract ice 
is highly dependent upon a supportive policy 
and program context , particularly in the c o m -
plex arena o f reunification, o n e o f the project 's 
goals was to identify systematically the service-
system barriers that impeded and b locked re-
unification efforts. T h e s e systems barriers were 
identified through the ini t iat ion o f reunif ica-
tion case management services for 20 random-
ly selected children in state custody. T h u s , the 
d i rec t e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h e s e c a s e m a n a g e r s , 
working to o v e r c o m e service-system barriers 
encountered with these 20 youth, provided the 
raw data for the study. 
Methodology 
Definition of Reunification 
T h e a i m and focus o f r e u n i f i c a t i o n is 
twofold, centering on both the family and the 
community. O n e purpose is " t o he lp the chi ld 
and family to achieve, at any given t ime, their 
opt imal level o f r e c o n n e c t i o n — f r o m full re-
entry into the family system to o t h e r forms of 
contact and affirmation of the child's m e m b e r -
ship in that family, such as visit ing" (Krieger et 
al., 1 9 9 1 , p. 2 ) . W h e n the chi ld is placed out-
side the community of origin, a second purpose 
is to reconnect the child wi th the community , 
which, together with the family, shares respon-
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sibility for the growth and nurturance o f e a c h 
o f its young citizens. 
For the purposes o f this pro jec t , reunifica-
t ion was def ined as fo l lows: R e u n i f i c a t i o n is 
t h e p l a n n e d process o f a c h i e v i n g p e r m a n e n t 
placements for ch i ldren with : 
• T h e i r families ( re in tegra t ion) , or 
• A p e r m a n e n t family- l ike sett ing with op-
t imal emot iona l r e c o n n e c t i o n with the family 
w h e n r e i n t e g r a t i o n w i t h t h e i r o w n family is 
not possible, or 
• I n d e p e n d e n t l i v i n g w i t h o p t i m a l e m o -
t iona l r e c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e i r family, w h e n 
the age and si tuation o f the youth make inde-
pendent living the m o s t appropriate goal, and 
• T h e i r c o m m u n i t y o f family origin 
T h i s d e f i n i t i o n draws a n i m p o r t a n t dis-
t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e terms reunification and 
reintegration. R e i n t e g r a t i o n refers t o the physi-
cal re integrat ion o f c h i l d r e n with their fami-
l ies . R e u n i f i c a t i o n is a m o r e e n c o m p a s s i n g 
term tha t includes re in tegra t ion as o n e c o m -
p o n e n t . T h u s , this def in i t ion views reunifica-
t ion o n a c o n t i n u u m , n o t dichotomously. R e -
turn t o t h e c o m m u n i t y a n d e m o t i o n a l r e -
c o n n e c t i o n are i m p o r t a n t reuni f i ca t ion goals 
regardless w h e t h e r t h e p e r m a n e n c y - p l a n n i n g 
goal is r e i n t e g r a t i o n , a d o p t i o n , i n d e p e n d e n t 
l iving, or l o n g - t e r m p l a c e m e n t . T h u s , e v e n 
when physical re integrat ion with the family is 
n o t the p e r m a n e n c y - p l a n n i n g goal, the child 
c a n still be returned t o t h e c o m m u n i t y of ori-
gin, and the chi ld a n d family c a n at ta in some 
measure of e m o t i o n a l r e c o n n e c t i o n . 
Sample 
R e s e a r c h e r s a n d s ta te off ic ials agreed to 
study t h e r e u n i f i c a t i o n issues for c h i l d r e n in 
state custody from t h e state s most urban and 
populous county w h o were placed in the most 
expens ive , res t r i c t ive se t t ings . T h i s included 
group homes , youth correct ional facilities, and 
ins t i tut ions , but e x c l u d e d family foster c a r e . 
T h i s t a r g e t p o p u l a t i o n was c h o s e n b e c a u s e 
youth in these p l a c e m e n t s posed t h e greatest 
reunification chal lenges for foster-care workers 
and they cost the mos t for the state to main-
tain in p l a c e m e n t . T h u s , it was bel ieved that 
t h e s ta te could g e t t h e " m o s t m i l e a g e " from 
learn ing a b o u t t h e r e u n i f i c a t i o n barriers for 
this group. 
T h e sampl ing pool inc luded two broad 
categories of youth—chi ldren in need of care 
a n d j u v e n i l e offenders . C h i l d r e n in need o f 
c a r e are abused or ne g le c t e d or behaviorally 
t r o u b l e d c h i l d r e n s u c h as t ruants and run-
a w a y s . J u v e n i l e o f f e n d e r s h a v e c o m m i t t e d 
c r i m i n a l of fenses . T h i s m i x was potent ia l ly 
problemat ic because these two groups of youth 
o f t e n are t h o u g h t o f as d is t inc t populations 
w i t h disparate character is t ics and needs and 
b e c a u s e t h e case-planning requirements and 
o t h e r provisions of R L . 9 6 - 2 7 2 do not auto-
matical ly apply to juveni le offenders. Consid-
erat ion was given to n a n o w i n g the target pop-
ula t ion to chi ldren in need o f care only, but 
the decision was made to include juvenile of-
fenders based on several important considera-
t ions . First, t h e number o f juveni le offenders 
from t h e county placed in restrictive, expen-
sive settings outnumbered children in need of 
c a r e . O f t h e 4 1 0 c h i l d r e n f rom the county 
p laced in expensive , restr ict ive settings, 242 
( 5 9 % ) were juveni le offenders . Exclusion of 
j u v e n i l e offenders would h a v e meant exclu-
sion o f the majority of chi ldren in the popula-
t ion o f concern . S e c o n d , state policy required 
t h a t b o t h juveni le offenders and children in 
need of care in state custody be subject to the 
s a m e case-p lanning requirements of P.L. 9 6 -
2 7 2 . T h i s policy applied even to juvenile of-
fenders placed at correct ion and detention fa-
ci l i t ies, in that their length o f stay could not 
be predetermined by court sentencing. Third, 
awareness o f the reunif icat ion needs of juve-
n i l e o f fenders and t h e i r famil ies is growing 
( G o r d o n , Arbuthnot , Gustafson, & McGreen, 
1 9 8 8 ; Kagan, Reid, Roberts , & Silverman-Pol-
low, 1 9 8 7 ) , as is the related not ion that these 
needs may n o t differ significantly from chi l -
dren in need of care. 
A random sample o f 2 0 children was se-
l e c t e d . R a n d o m sampl ing was employed to 
r e p r e s e n t most a c c u r a t e l y t h e entire target 
populat ion and to ensure that barriers to re-
u n i f i c a t i o n ident i f ied for t h e sample group 
could be reasonably generalized to the target 
populat ion as a whole . O f the 20 randomly se-
lected chi ldren, six were children in need of 
care and 14 were juveni le offenders, 15 were 
male and 5 female, 11 were white and 9 were 
n o n w h i t e . T h e m e a n n u m b e r of m o n t h s in 
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s tate custody was 2 0 . 5 (range 4 to 1 0 2 ) ; t h e 
m e a n n u m b e r o f pr ior p l a c e m e n t s w h i l e in 
custody was 5 .9 (range 2 to 3 1 ) . T h e average 
age was 15.1 years (range 12 to 1 7 ) . 
Procedure 
C h i l d r e n in this group received reunifica-
t ion case m a n a g e m e n t services under a c o n -
tract b e t w e e n the state child-welfare depart-
m e n t and a local agency. From Apri l 1, 1992 , 
to M a r c h 3 1 , 1 9 9 3 , two bachelor 's - level case 
managers p r o v i d e d reuni f i ca t ion serv ices to 
the 2 0 randomly selected children. O n e was a 
white male , the other an Afr ican A m e r i c a n fe-
male . E a c h had a case load o f 10, w h i c h they 
followed for the entire year of the pro ject . 
C a s e m a n a g e m e n t in t h i s p r o j e c t i n -
volved helping the family and child obta in the 
s e r v i c e s a n d resources necessary to a c h i e v e 
their reunif icat ion goals. A n initial three-day 
training program and later supervision sessions 
were guided by materials o n a s t rengths ap-
proach to case management (Poertner & R o n -
nau, 1 9 9 2 ) and by a reunification sourcebook 
(Krieger et al., 1 9 9 1 ) . T h e case m a n a g e m e n t 
in tervent ion emphasized ( 1 ) establishing clear 
r e u n i f i c a t i o n goals and c o n t r a c t s w i t h t h e 
child and family, ( 2 ) identifying and building 
on s t rengths o f t h e chi ld and family, ( 3 ) as-
sertive problem solving, and (4 ) the building 
o f c o m m u n i t y - s e r v i c e t e a m s for e a c h c a s e . 
W e e k l y supervision of case managers was pro-
vided by t h e second author. Supervision meet-
ings were also attended by staff from the local 
chi ldren 's p l a n n i n g c o u n c i l and s tate c h i l d -
welfare supervisory personnel w h o provided 
c o n s u l t a t i o n regarding state and c o m m u n i t y 
resources. C a s e managers had access to l imited 
"f lexible funds" to meet some family and child 
needs . ( S e e t h e project's final report [Petr & 
Entr iken, 1 9 9 3 ] for a complete description of 
t h e case m a n a g e m e n t efforts, including analy-
sis of outcomes . ) 
Two procedures were used to identify bar-
riers t o reunif icat ion. A t the beginning of the 
p r o j e c t , s t a f f c o n d u c t e d a r e v i e w o f e a c h 
youth's official case plans with respect to re-
unif icat ion efforts. T h i s review assessed clarity 
of reunif icat ion goals, involvement and partic-
ipation by families, including visitation, efforts 
to address t h e child's needs and behaviors, and 
efforts to arrange needed c o m m u n i t y services. 
A s t h e r e u n i f i c a t i o n efforts progressed , r e -
searchers systematically co l lec ted informat ion 
about t h e obstac les and barriers e n c o u n t e r e d 
by t h e case managers. E a c h week during group 
supervis ion sessions, case managers reported 
t h e problems confront ing them in the service 
system w h e n they attempted to arrange family 
visits, set up case staffings, acquire needed re-
sources , a n d o t h e r w i s e pursue r e u n i f i c a t i o n 
g o a l s . R e s e a r c h s t a f f m a i n t a i n e d a w r i t t e n 
record o f these specif ic systems barriers and , 
after e ight m o n t h s of service, classified t h e m 
into five categories . A special subcommit tee o f 
t h e local p lanning counci l composed of agency 
administrators , service providers, and cit izens 
worked with the staff in classifying and over-
c o m i n g the identified barriers, b o t h at the in-
dividual and systems levels. Because this was a 
r a n d o m s a m p l e , t h e barriers e x p e r i e n c e d by 
t h e group were deemed reasonably representa-
t ive o f t h e larger target population. 
Results: Five Major Barriers 
O v e r a l l , t h e systems barriers were wide 
ranging and acted as prohibi t ive obstacles to 
t h e case managers ' efforts. Even with light case 
loads and extra training and supervision, t h e 
staff spent valuable t ime and energy at tempt-
ing to o v e r c o m e these obs tac les . Essential ly , 
t h e reunif icat ion case managers were charged 
with mobil izing an entire system of care whose 
programs and policies were ant i the t i ca l to re-
unif icat ion. Reuni f i ca t ion efforts are impeded 
when t h e larger system ( 1 ) pays l itt le a t tent ion 
t o r e u n i f i c a t i o n goals , ( 2 ) p l a c e s y o u t h far 
from the i r famil ies and c o m m u n i t i e s , ( 3 ) al-
lows the mission and policies o f youth correc-
t i o n s to focus only o n r e h a b i l i t a t i o n o f t h e 
youth, ( 4 ) lacks a community-based system o f 
services, and ( 5 ) fails to involve families in re-
spectful, col laborat ive ways. 
Lack of Attention to Reunification 
Qoals and Principles 
P r o j e c t case managers c o n f r o n t e d a sys-
t e m of care tha t focused o n t r e a t m e n t and care 
for t h e ch i ld , with l i t t le focus or priority o n 
fami ly a n d r e u n i f i c a t i o n . R e u n i f i c a t i o n was 
n o t the driving force of service delivery. T h i s 
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i n a t t e n t i o n t o r e u n i f i c a t i o n was r e f l e c t e d in 
the of f ic ia l case plans , w h i c h case m a n a g e r s 
and research staff reviewed at the onse t o f t h e 
project . In 14 o f the 2 0 case plans, n o m e n t i o n 
was made o f tasks and services needed for t h e 
family to resolve problems t h a t led to p lace -
m e n t . O n l y 4 o f 2 0 case plans addressed family 
v i s i t a t i o n or o t h e r e m o t i o n a l r e c o n n e c t i o n 
s t rategies in s p e c i f i c t e r m s . I n 1 4 c a s e s t h e 
p l a n did n o t focus a t t e n t i o n o n a r r a n g i n g 
c o m m u n i t y resources and services, such as ed-
ucat ion and m e n t a l h e a l t h . S o severe was this 
inat tent ion to communi ty resources t h a t seven 
chi ldren were abruptly returned t o their fami-
lies b e f o r e t h e c a s e m a n a g e r c o u l d bu i ld a 
c o m m u n i t y support system. In c o n t r a s t wi th 
this ina t tent ion to family a n d communi ty , 14 
plans identified a services p lan for t h e youth, 
including tasks to resolve problems t h a t pre-
c i p i t a t e d p l a c e m e n t . T h e s y s t e m o f c a r e 
seemed c o n t e n t to focus its efforts o n t h e care 
of t h e chi ld, with l itt le pressure, i n c e n t i v e , or 
accountabi l i ty toward reuni f icat ion. 
W h e n professionals in t h e system did ad-
dress reunif icat ion, they thought a lmost exc lu-
sively in terms o f re integrat ion. I f family rein-
tegrat ion was n o t t h e goal , t h e n c o m m u n i t y 
r e i n t e g r a t i o n a n d e m o t i o n a l r e c o n n e c t i o n 
with t h e family were n o t d e e m e d i m p o r t a n t . 
For example , o n e o f the youth in t h e pro jec t 
was age 17 and residing at a group h o m e w h e n 
t h e p r o j e c t s t a r t e d . H e h a d b e e n p l a c e d in 
state custody at age eight after severe physical 
and sexual abuse by t h e parents , and short ly 
afterward parental rights were severed for h i m 
and his two sibl ings. T h e b o y h a d stayed in 
s t a t e c u s t o d y e v e r s i n c e , in n i n e d i f f e r e n t 
p l a c e m e n t s , and had rarely seen his s ibl ings. 
Responding to his requests to reestablish c o n -
tact with his siblings, the case manager discov-
ered o n e adult brother l iving in a nearby city 
who b e c a m e an ac t ive resource . T h e brother 
supported plans for i n d e p e n d e n t l iving in his 
small communi ty and helped arrange c o m m u -
nity-support services. 
Qeographic Distance 
Distance , in and o f itself, was a formidable 
b a r r i e r t o r e u n i f i c a t i o n . F i f t e e n o f t h e 2 0 
youth were placed outside t h e c o u n t y in vari-
ous parts o f t h e s ta te . A s our case m a n a g e r s 
discovered, d is tance impeded reunif icat ion in 
several ways. First, it made it m u c h m o r e diffi-
cult for t h e loca l foster-care w o r k e r t o know 
t h e c h i l d and to m o n i t o r i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of 
t h e case p l a n . R o l e s a n d respons ib i l i t ies be-
tween the loca l foster-care worker and the staff 
o f t h e p l a c e m e n t fac i l i ty were confused and 
conf l i c ted . A s a result, it was o f t e n difficult to 
clarify who was in charge of organizing and co-
ordinat ing r e u n i f i c a t i o n efforts. S e c o n d , geo-
graphic d is tance m e a n t tha t a worker had to 
c o m m i t valuable t ime t o travel , w h i c h affected 
the workers overal l efficiency. A worker visit 
to o n e chi ld could easily cons t i tu te a full day's 
work. T h i r d , dis tance was a s t rong barrier to 
family vis i tat ion and i n v o l v e m e n t . Poor fami-
lies lack transportat ion resources, and working 
families struggle to find t h e t i m e . Fourth, dis-
t a n c e impeded t h e f o r m a t i o n o f communi ty-
b a s e d s u p p o r t s a n d s e r v i c e s o n b e h a l f o f a 
c h i l d . E v e n if a t ime and p l a c e could be ar-
ranged, it was difficult for c o m m u n i t y profes-
s i o n a l s t o m e e t to c o o r d i n a t e serv ices for a 
c h i l d w h o m t h e y did n o t k n o w a n d whom 
they felt l i t t le obl igat ion to serve without the 
c h i l d first e s t a b l i s h i n g p h y s i c a l res idency in 
t h e communi ty . 
Policies of Youth Correctional Facilities 
Laws a n d p o l i c i e s in t h e s ta te had long 
p r o m o t e d a n o r i e n t a t i o n toward juveni le of-
fenders that emphasized p u n i s h m e n t and reha-
b i l i t a t i o n o f t h e offenders t h e m s e l v e s . It was 
n o t a l together surprising, then , to find that re-
u n i f i c a t i o n w i t h fami ly and c o m m u n i t y was 
n o t emphasized by s taf f and programs of the 
youth correc t ional facil it ies. P r o j e c t case man-
agers e n c o u n t e r e d m a n y o b s t a c l e s to family 
visits, p h o n e calls, and family involvement in 
t r e a t m e n t p l a n n i n g . T h e s e o b s t a c l e s ranged 
from treat ing visits and p h o n e calls as earned 
privileges t o failure t o involve parents in dis-
charge p l a n n i n g . M a n y staff stereotyped par-
ents as host i le , resistant, and uncar ing and re-
fused to c h a n g e their at t i tude e v e n after case 
managers h a d forged good w o r k i n g relation-
ships with t h e parents . P l a n n i n g for communi-
ty-based services prior to discharge was almost 
n o n e x i s t e n t prior to our efforts. 
T h e s e barriers strongly a f fec ted the work 
o f t h e case managers . T e n o f t h e 2 0 youth were 
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residing at youth conect ional facilities at the 
onset of the project . Despite the case m a n -
agers' efforts to achieve reuni f i ca t ion goals , 
two youth in the project spent the entire pro-
ject year at a youth facility and another stayed 
for 343 days of the year. S i x other youth were 
abruptly discharged back to t h e c o m m u n i t y 
without family or community services in place 
prior to return. 
Lack of Community-Based Programs 
and Coordination 
Case managers found that the communi ty 
lacked effective and coordinated programs to 
deal with this population. First, the c o m m u n i -
ty needed nontraditional educational program-
ming that c o m b i n e d s o m e c lass room work 
with jobs and earning money. Second, linkages 
were needed between placement facilities and 
community programs, especially in the educa-
tional and mental heal th systems. In educa-
tion, delays in sending educational records re-
sulted in delays in enrollment. Al l 20 chi ldren 
met the state department of menta l heal th 's 
definition of seriously emotionally disturbed, 
yet few of the youth were able to access c o m -
munity m e n t a l hea l th serv ices . T h i r d , t h e 
problem of sexual abuse was not addressed in a 
comprehensive , programmatic way. D e s p i t e 
the increase in children who are abused in the 
community (6 of 20 in the project group) and 
despite the fact that other metropolitan c o m -
munities in the state had developed compre-
hensive, interagency programs, the county in 
this study did not have such a program. 
Barriers to Family Involvement 
W e e n c o u n t e r e d widespread n e g a t i v e 
stereotyping of families as dysfunctional, un-
mot iva ted , and uncar ing. C o n t r a r y to th i s 
stereotype, the families in our study expressed 
strong interest in their chi ldren and for the 
most part cooperated with our efforts. Initially 
some of the parents were less than enthusias-
tic, but case managers were generally success-
ful in overcoming their initial resistance and 
hostility. T h e training and supervision empha-
sized a family-centered approach that involved 
communicating respect for parents, l i s tening 
to and addressing their concerns, focusing on 
strengths, and helping them stay emotional ly 
c o n n e c t e d to their chi ldren through visits and 
p h o n e calls. 
A l t h o u g h parents typically had some anx-
iety and understandable a m b i v a l e n c e about re-
uni f icat ion and somet imes disagreement about 
t h e specific course o f ac t ion , all o f the parents 
expressed c o n c e r n and care toward their chi l -
d r e n . T h i s is n o t t o say t h a t f a m i l i e s were 
p r o b l e m f ree , but our e x p e r i e n c e i n d i c a t e d 
tha t w h e n families were approached in a col-
laborat ive , s t rengths- focused way, they could 
be engaged in a product ive , problem-solving 
p r o c e s s . Pr ior to t h e c a s e - m a n a g e r i n v o l v e -
m e n t , p a r e n t s were rarely i n v o l v e d in the ir 
child's life, n o t because they didn't want to be, 
b u t b e c a u s e t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l s a n d p o l i c i e s 
overt ly discouraged their invo lvement . For ex-
a m p l e , p a r e n t s o f t e n w e r e n o t n o t i f i e d o f 
staffings and administrative reviews, and con-
tacts through visits and p h o n e calls were often 
viewed as a privilege to b e earned by the child, 
rather than as a right. 
Part o f t h e tens ion b e t w e e n parents and 
professionals may be related to disagreements 
a b o u t t h e leve l , or s tandard, o f family func-
t i o n i n g required for re integrat ion. T h e larger 
c o m m u n i t y , i n c l u d i n g judges , t e a c h e r s , and 
o t h e r professionals, may h a v e higher expecta-
t ions o f families t h a n do child-welfare workers, 
c h i l d r e n , and famil ies t h e m s e l v e s . T h e issue 
appears to revolve around how m u c h risk one 
is wil l ing to take . B e i n g overly cautious may 
lead t o c h i l d r e n spending excess ive t i m e in 
state custody, but taking too great a risk may 
expose ch i ldren to abuse and neglect , or ex-
pose t h e c o m m u n i t y to unlawful acts. O b j e c -
t i v e , e m p i r i c a l d a t a a b o u t th is r isk issue is 
lacking, as risk-assessment research has n o t fo-
cused on reintegrat ion as the point in t ime for 
assessing risk ( M c D o n a l d & Marks, 1 9 9 1 ) . 
Overcoming Barriers to 
Reunification 
T h r o u g h t h e previously m e n t i o n e d sub-
c o m m i t t e e o f t h e l o c a l c h i l d r e n ' s p l a n n i n g 
c o u n c i l , loca l and s ta te off ic ia ls worked to -
g e t h e r t o o v e r c o m e t h e s y s t e m s b a r r i e r s . 
Progress occurred o n several fronts. Meet ings 
were held with superintendents of youth cor-
rec t ional facilities and o t h e r state officials, re-
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suiting in several c h a n g e s in policy, including 
liberalization of family contac t s , endorsement 
of the principle that family c o n t a c t would not 
be c o n t i n g e n t o n t h e youth 's b e h a v i o r , and 
f o r m a t i o n o f a p a r e n t advisory group. S t a t e 
policy changed to require t h a t ini t ia l reunifi-
c a t i o n p l a n s be w r i t t e n w i t h i n 3 0 w o r k i n g 
days o f t h e ch i ld ' s r e m o v a l , a d r a m a t i c im-
p r o v e m e n t o v e r t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f s ta tute 
a n d p r e v i o u s p o l i c y . T h e l o c a l c o m m i t t e e 
b e g a n a n i n v e n t o r y o f p l a c e m e n t resources 
within the county wi th the goal o f discont inu-
ing the pract ice o f sending youth in state cus-
t o d y o u t s i d e t h e c o m m u n i t y . A t t h e s t a t e 
level, officials m o v e d toward implementa t ion 
o f a regional p l a c e m e n t pol icy in w h i c h youth 
would be p l a c e d w i t h i n a 7 5 - m i l e radius o f 
their community . A state- level children's plan-
n ing group b e c a m e a par tner in a p r o j e c t to 
measure and improve the level o f family-cen-
tered professional prac t i ce . 
R e a s o n a b l e e f f o r t s t o r e u n i t e c h i l d r e n 
w i t h t h e i r fami l ies , required by P L . 9 6 - 2 7 2 , 
must include a t t e n t i o n to t h e policy and ser-
v ice system c o n t e x t in w h i c h direct reunifica-
t ion services are provided. T h e barriers uncov-
ered in this pro jec t apply directly only to the 
county, state, and target populat ion studied, so 
caut ion must be m a i n t a i n e d in generalizing re-
sults to o ther states. Never the less , our experi-
ences do suggest several target issues for states 
to assess and evaluate in developing reunif ica-
t i o n i n i t i a t i v e s , e s p e c i a l l y t h o s e t a r g e t e d a t 
youth placed in expens ive , restrict ive envi ron-
m e n t s . T h e thrust o f these r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s 
is to m a k e r e u n i f i c a t i o n t h e driving force o f 
service delivery for ch i ldren in state custody. 
Keep Kids in Their Community 
T h e dis tance barrier to reuni f icat ion c a n 
be rendered m o o t by establ ishing firm polic ies 
a n d t h e n e c e s s a r y p l a c e m e n t r e s o u r c e s t o 
place youth w i t h i n the i r own n e i g h b o r h o o d s 
a n d c o m m u n i t i e s w h e n f a m i l y p r e s e r v a t i o n 
efforts are n o t successful. T h i s allows the ch i ld 
to m a i n t a i n stabi l i ty and c o n t i n u i t y with fam-
ily, s c h o o l , p e e r , a n d c o m m u n i t y i n v o l v e -
m e n t . It e n h a n c e s t h e child's sense o f belong-
ing and underscores t h e communi ty ' s role and 
responsib i l i ty in t h e care and upbr inging o f 
chi ldren. 
Real izat ion o f this goal involves consider-
at ion o f "no re jec t " and "no e jec t " policies for 
local youth by loca l foster homes and group 
homes and aggressive pursuit o f neighborhood 
and kinship p lacement resources. It also means 
addressing fiscal incentives or disincentives to 
o u t - o f - c o m m u n i t y placement , such as educa-
t ional dollars following the chi ld. Innovative 
demonstrat ion programs in this arena have re-
cent ly been init iated in six states by the A n n i e 
E. Casey Foundation's ( 1 9 9 2 ) Family to Family 
Ini t iat ive . 
Promote Family-Centered 
Professional Practice 
Professional insensitivity to families cross-
es m a n y disciplines, as has been documented 
from the perspective o f families in the fields of 
m e n t a l hea l th , child welfare, and special edu-
c a t i o n ( D i o r i o , 1 9 9 2 ; F r i e s e n & K o r o l o f f , 
1 9 9 0 ; P e t r & B a r n e y , 1 9 9 3 ; T a r i c o , Low, 
Trupin, & Forsyth-S tephens , 1 9 8 9 ; Turnbull 
& Turnbull , 1 9 8 5 ) . T h i s study of reunification 
provides further support for the importance of 
family-centered practice. Viewed from a value 
perspect ive, family centeredness is an impor-
t a n t e n d in itself ; v iewed from a pragmatic 
p e r s p e c t i v e , it may well be necessary to the 
a c h i e v e m e n t o f successful outcomes. 
In genera l , fami ly-centered pract ice in-
volves viewing the family as the primary unit 
o f a t tent ion and providing services in a collab-
o r a t i v e m a n n e r in a c c o r d a n c e wi th family 
wishes, strengths, and needs. In the reunifica-
t ion arena, this translates into practices such 
as n o t b l a m i n g families, aggressively seeking 
k i n s h i p p l a c e m e n t s , fully informing and in-
volving families in all major decisions affect-
ing t h e chi ld 's care , and act ively supporting 
family visitation based o n the not ion that fam-
ily c o n n e c t i o n is a right, not an earned privi-
lege. Fami ly-centered practice means provid-
i n g t h e f o r m a l a n d i n f o r m a l c o m m u n i t y 
services that support family attempts to care 
for chi ldren, including the willingness of pro-
fessionals to consider taking greater risks. 
T h i s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n c a n be ach ieved 
through two related strategies. T h e first strate-
gy is t o i n f l u e n c e profess iona l a t t i tudes by 
m e a n s o f e d u c a t i o n and t ra in ing programs. 
T h i s starts in h i g h e r educat ion , where new 
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p r o f e s s i o n a l s a d o p t v a l u e s , a t t i t u d e s , a n d 
philosophies tha t c o n t i n u e into the i r profes-
sional practice. Courses in professional-parent 
co l laborat ion are now required in m a n y spe-
cial-education programs, providing a model for 
social work, psychology, and o ther disciplines 
(Turnbul l & T u r n b u l l , 1 9 9 0 ) . T r a i n i n g pro-
grams o n c o l l a b o r a t i o n t a r g e t e d a t c u r r e n t 
prac t i t ioners are also necessary. T h e s e c o n d 
strategy involves empower ing parents t h e m -
selves to effect c h a n g e in the system by sup-
porting the formation of parent -advocacy or-
ganizations. T h e s e organizations c a n provide 
a d v o c a c y to ind iv idua l p a r e n t s at t h e case 
level as wel l as a d v o c a t e for c h a n g e a t t h e 
local, state, and nat ional policy level. 
Provide Training and Incentives for 
Reunification Planning 
Reuni f i ca t ion is by def in i t ion a p lanned 
process. Competency-based training in reunifi-
c a t i o n should be required o f all fos te r - ca r e 
workers. Beyond that, workers must be provid-
ed with reasonable case loads and clear incen-
t ives to ensure t h a t r e u n i f i c a t i o n p l a n s are 
written in a t imely fashion and are reviewed 
and revised frequently. Reunif icat ion planning 
should begin immediately after a chi ld is placed 
into state custody, and most plans should be re-
viewed m o r e f requent ly t h a n t h e m i n i m u m 
standard of six months set forth in R L . 9 6 - 2 7 2 . 
Traditional ways to achieve these goals include 
setting out requirements in law or policy and 
basing per formance evaluat ions o n these re-
quirements. Putting requirements into law af-
fords the opportunity for persons outside the 
child-welfare department to participate in ac-
countability through the legal system and thus 
promotes a wider sense of c o m m u n i t y responsi-
bility for children in care. A n o t h e r promising 
method of monitoring reunification and devel-
oping this sense of community responsibility is 
citizen review, in which citizens from the com-
munity act as a review board for chi ldren in 
state custody (Jennings & M c D o n a l d , 1 9 9 3 ) . 
Reform the System of Care for 
Juvenile Offenders 
T h i s project brought a t tent ion to the re-
unification needs for juvenile offenders in state 
custody. T h e c o n c e p t s of p e r m a n e n c y plan-
ning, prevent ion of placement , and reunifica-
t ion, established in law by P L . 9 6 - 2 7 2 for chil-
d r e n in f o s t e r c a r e , do n o t n e c e s s a r i l y 
encompass juveni le offenders in state custody. 
E v e n t h o u g h t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e two 
populat ions m a y be different, b o t h share the 
goal to live with families in nurturing commu-
ni t ies . In de termin ing to m a k e reuni f i ca t ion 
t h e d r i v i n g f o r c e o f se rv ice del ivery , s ta tes 
would serve the i r interests by reviewing t h e 
mission, philosophy, and outcomes of their ju-
veni le- just ice programs, with particular atten-
t i o n to programs tha t successfully emphasize 
t h e role o f family and community in the reha-
bi l i tat ion of youth and protect ion of the com-
munity (Schwartz, 1 9 9 2 ) . For example, parental 
visiting has b e e n shown to have a direct benefi-
cial effect upon the behavior of children in cor-
rect ional placements (Borgman, 1 9 8 5 ) . 
Ensure That Community-Based Programs 
Are Available and Coordinated 
T h e r e u n i f i c a t i o n needs o f c h i l d r e n in 
care , b e they abused and neglected, juveni le 
of fenders , or ch i ldren with e m o t i o n a l disor-
d e r s , c ross m a n y d i f f e r e n t s e r v i c e s y s t e m s . 
O v e r r e l i a n c e o n categorical and inst i tut ional 
services inh ib i t s t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f coordi -
nated, f lexible , and individualized responses in 
t h e c o m m u n i t y . Promising ini t iat ives in this 
arena include decategorized funding strategies 
tha t promote reinvestment o f scarce state re-
sources from institutional to community-based 
c a r e ( B r u n e r , 1 9 8 9 ; D e i k e r , 1 9 8 6 ; R a p p & 
M o o r e , 1 9 9 3 ) . 
Conclusion 
T h e cent ra l lesson to be learned from this 
p r o j e c t is t h a t a l locat ion o f resources to t h e 
casework pract ice level may not be sufficient 
t o p r o d u c e s u c c e s s f u l o u t c o m e s for y o u t h 
in e x p e n s i v e , restr ict ive o u t - o f - h o m e p l a c e -
m e n t s . Modi f i ca t ions in case loads, t raining, 
and supervision may be necessary, but not suf-
f i c ient , condi t ions for achieving successful re-
uni f i ca t ion outcomes . T h i s pro jec t identif ied 
f ive ma jor service system barriers that impede 
reuni f i ca t ion . 
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T h e fact that t h e system of care for youth 
in our pro ject was so ant i the t i ca l to reunifica-
t ion may indicate t h a t reunif icat ion is contro-
versial and not readily endorsed by many pro-
fessionals and the general publ ic . Cit izens and 
professionals may prefer that troubled chi ldren 
be placed out of t h e c o m m u n i t y , where they 
are s o m e o n e else's responsibil i ty. People may 
bel ieve that p l a c e m e n t o f a chi ld signifies that 
the chi ld or family is so troubled tha t re inte-
gration is n o t possible. T h i s att i tude may pre-
va i l , espec ia l ly wi th y o u t h l ike t h o s e repre-
s e n t e d in this p r o j e c t — t e e n a g e r s w h o h a v e 
b e e n in t h e system a long t i m e or who h a v e 
c o m m i t t e d cr imes . Perhaps soc ie ty does n o t 
want to invest t ime and m o n e y in kids who it 
feels are too tough or too old to impact . 
B y cont ras t , t h e opposing po in t o f v iew 
holds that excessive t ime and m o n e y is already 
being spent on these chi ldren, with little or n o 
documentat ion of results. T h i s viewpoint r e c -
ognizes that most children eventually return t o 
t h e i r fami l ies and c o m m u n i t i e s and h a v e a 
greater c h a n c e to succeed if act ive reuni f i ca -
t ion efforts are undertaken. 
Perhaps the situation has been polarized 
by t h e system's emphasis o n t h e c o n c e p t o f 
re integrat ion rather than the broader c o n c e p t 
o f reuni f i ca t ion . R e i n t e g r a t i o n is not a lways 
a p p r o p r i a t e for c h i l d r e n , but r e u n i f i c a t i o n 
goals almost always are. T h e goals for all c h i l -
d r e n in custody are to l ive p r o d u c t i v e l y i n 
their communi ty with the m a x i m u m poss ib le 
emot iona l c o n n e c t i o n with their families. F o -
cusing on reunif icat ion rather than re in tegra-
t ion may be one way to c o m b a t the n e g a t i v e 
att i tudes discussed above and thus c rea te a n 
at t i tudinal consensus that f irmly e s t a b l i s h e s 
r e u n i f i c a t i o n as the driving force of s e r v i c e 
delivery. 
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